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Abstract

The Clothing Left Behind: A Collection of Stories
by
Grace Coleman

Advisor: Professor Eugenia Paulicelli
Beyond its material use, clothing can have powerful emotional effects such as easing
grief from personal loss or serving as a memory recall aid for individuals with dementia. It was
during my graduate program that I became interested in exploring the idea that clothing can be
powerful beyond its aesthetic. Peter Stallybrass’s essay Worn Worlds: Clothes, Mourning and
the Life of Things highlighting clothing’s ability to evoke memories and emotions was
influential in setting me on my path to research clothing’s connection to memories. Whether it
was embodied identity, grief, dementia, mourning rituals, or collective mourning, I was looking
at the relationships rooted in the clothes. While there has not been widespread research related to
clothing and dementia, Julia Twigg and Lou Taylor have devoted specific attention to
understanding the impact of clothing to identity for those with dementia, specifically embodied
identity, and memories. I found their work to be both significant and inspiring.
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This paper is a qualitative study on how clothing items can have an impact on memories
and how they can be used as a comfort tool in the grieving process. To answer this question, I
conducted interviews individually with 14 selected participants to identify how clothing can be a
catalyst for healing. Each participant held onto a garment or piece of jewelry that held a deep
connection to a lost loved one and were presented with a list of questions, prompting them to
reflect on their grief and associated articles of clothing or fashion items. I also facilitated a group
virtual interview called “Tell me a Story” with a memory care group. In all - 23 participants were
included. Based on their answers as well as my own research and experiences, the results,
compiled on an archival website, show that these stories and photos illustrate how clothes that
were staples in life became memory tokens after death.
The Fabric of Cultures course and project as a whole were instrumental in shaping my
research. It provided historical, theoretical, and globalized perspectives of clothing that furthered
my interest and its catalogue (www.thefabricofcultures.com) allowed me to expand on the idea
that clothing and accessories can serve as a conduit for healing from loss. The idea for my
capstone evolved from exhibitions, workshops, and projects while the stories and photographs of
Fletcher’s Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion served as the inspiration for me to visually
document these connections.
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A Note on Technical Specifications
1. Squarespace was used to compile, display, and archive my interviews.
a. I chose Squarespace over Wordpress because I felt that Squarespace had the
specific aesthetic I was looking to achieve. I was able to easily display videos and
audio clips.
2. Dropbox was used to manage data between me and my interviewee. I was able to send a
link and they could easily submit photos as well as review the interview that would be
published to the website.
3. Zoom was used to capture and record my session with the GEMZ Group.
a. I used Zoom because I was able to upload the recording to the cloud.
4. Youtube was used to display the Zoom recording and easily connected to my website.
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Introduction
“It’s close contact with the body gives it the ability to hold personal and intimate stories
from the past. Worn clothing represents traces of lives lived; it is alive with everything it has
witnessed, evokes deep feelings, and can tell real life tales” (Schmidt, 2016).
Clothing defines decades. Styles quickly become popular, then drop out of sight and are
replaced with the next generation’s fashion whims. In the past, clothing was custom made by
tailors and designed to last. Over the years, there has been a shift towards lower-priced clothing
regarded as fast fashion. While today’s beauty standards promote these cheaply produced
garments, clothing can be much more than a disposable commodity created from unsustainable
environmental practices. The fabric of clothing has traces of past experiences brought to life by
loved ones and then layered with meaning.
With the rise of fast fashion, clothing can be critiqued as an overproduced commodity with
detrimental environmental impacts. Despite this perspective, deeper investigation into the history
of clothing and clothing trends reveals its memory-evoking benefits. Within its threads and
stitches, clothing can carry many different messages and feelings. We can attach meaning to
everyday clothing based on the body that wears it and the stains it may hold. We can flip through
our wardrobe or that of a loved one and reminisce about past times and experiences.
Clothing is the primary way of expressing oneself. It has the power to speak for us, showing
our creativity, personalities, and ideas without ever saying a word. While clothing has evolved
throughout human history, it remains central to our identities. If it weren't for the infinite options
1

of garments to wear, a person’s identity could be totally lost. In this sense, clothing is an embodied
identity ingrained in us all.
Embodied identity is defined as “who we are as a result of our interactions with the world
around us with and through our bodies” (Schultze, 2014). Aside from helping build our identities,
clothing can serve as a source of comfort in the grieving process and has shown to prompt memory
recall in those living with dementia. Some patients, even in the advanced stages of dementia, are
able to recall memories associated with clothing or fashion items. According to Julia Twigg, more
studies are addressing the idea that selfhood continues to be enacted through habitual, embodied
practices and the significance in clothing, appearance, and embodiment within the lives of older
people with dementia” (Twigg, 2013). We have already learned that embodied selfhood makes it
“clear that everyday acts of appearance maintenance are in themselves often deeply meaningful”
(Ward & Campbell, 2013, p. 339). My goal is to show that clothing is an extension of ourselves,
and for those with dementia where erosion of selfhood is a hallmark, clothing and appearance can
still be meaningful. Maintaining dignity through dress can be important and clothing can continue
to be significant in their everyday lives. Through understanding and awareness, caregivers may be
able to honor that part of the person’s identity. Kontos takes an interesting approach to the mind
and body duality in studying the embodied lives of people with dementia. She argues that though
the mind may go, the individual still displays enactments of selfhood through habitual, “embodied
gestures, actions and routines” (Buse & Twigg, 2015, p. 75).
In one study, researchers conducted wardrobe interviews with dementia patients and their
caregivers using participants’ own wardrobes. Participants were able to respond in ways they
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would have struggled before. “Many retained a personal “set of rules” regarding dress— a sense
of the colors, styles, and textures which constituted their “personal aesthetic” (Twigg & Buse,
2015, p. 71).
In the grieving process, relying solely on memories may not be enough and clothing may
serve as a healing tool. For example, a mass-produced sweatshirt could be easily thrown away,
however, the stains in that sweatshirt may hold a deeper meaning and the memories of a loved one
lost. I aim to look at saving clothing from the perspective of embodied identity. In order to meet
this objective, my aim is twofold; how clothing is used as a memory tool in the grieving process
and how clothing can have significant meaning at the embodied level for those with dementia.
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Personal Experiences
Clothing has always held a special meaning for me, and while I have been inspired and
comforted by clothing, it was during my graduate studies that I became intrigued by the role
clothing plays in the grieving process. In observing my own grieving process, I realized that some
of the things that brought me comfort were articles of clothing worn by those I lost. To me, the
clothing owned by those lost is priceless. Although new clothing may be exciting to purchase on
our own, an item of clothing passed down by a loved one has a much deeper meaning. The wrinkles
were once folded and hugged by the original owner. The creases left in those garments were
created by years of wear on their own bodies and are unique to them. Stallybrass echoed this in his
work saying, “Clothes are thus layered with meaning since they have the power to act as memory
prompts. Woven into their fabric are traces of past experiences. Stitched into their seams are links
to people we have loved and lost. How appropriate is it that in the technical language of sewing,
wrinkles are termed ‘memory’?” (Stallybrass, Worn Worlds: Clothes, Mourning and the Life of
Things, p. 68-77). Recognizing a similar pattern in the processes of my sisters and cousins when
we lost our grandparents, I chose to focus my project on the importance of holding onto a lost
loved one’s clothing.
Based on my own experiences and through scholarly research on fashion and clothing, I
was interested in exploring this special connection between clothing and grief. Were there others
holding onto a personal item of a lost loved one without consciously realizing they are using it to
heal? I felt strongly that there was an important discussion here. My initial goal was to focus solely
on clothing related to grief for my capstone, however, in learning about clothing’s compelling
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connection to identity - and how clothing can register memories - I decided to expand the scope of
my project to explore the significance of clothing for those with dementia, focusing on its ability
to be used as a tool for memory recall.
The core of my own memories finds its place in a white house perched along a flowing
creek in upstate New York. The summers I spent at my grandparents’ house with my sisters and
cousins lasted for what felt like years. We were six girls on big adventures in a small town, armed
with nothing but our imaginations and the threads of our grandparents’ past. We dressed up and
let our imaginations take us to faraway places that only exist as stories and memories that lie in
the threads. Even now, looking at the clothes we used to wear brings back memories of our
childhood. My maternal grandmother wore bright, vibrant clothes that allowed us to transform into
whoever we wanted to be that day. When it came time to explore the creek, my grandfather gave
us each a warm sweatshirt and a pair of his socks in case our feet got wet.
My grandfather was a handsome, fun-loving, soft-spoken, kind person, and I adored him.
He was the glue that kept our family together. He laughed, he gambled, he poked fun and taught
us how to be creative and resourceful. He enhanced the lives of others through his fun-loving
spirit, quick wit, and thoughtful gestures.
At the age of 65, my maternal grandfather passed away from cancer when I was 15. After
his funeral, my cousins, sisters, and I spent hours laughing and crying while sharing with each
other our favorite memories of him. We were all wearing one of his sweatshirts. Our actions were
unspoken, just as we knew right where to pick up each summer. Slowly, we collected pieces of
our grandfather’s life. Shirts, scarves, and hats that decorated us became precious artifacts divided
5

among the six of us. We incorporated his belongings into our lives in ways just as creative as we
had always been with our grandparents’ belongings. My sister and cousin, both middle children,
each took home one of my grandfather’s dress shoes. One got the left and the other the right.
Months later, without either one knowing about it, they had both placed a small plant in their
respective shoe.
As I learned more about clothing’s connection to memories, I found myself thinking about
my grandmother - who has dementia - and her attachment to clothing even in the advanced stages
of the disease. For the past 10 years I have seen this sweet woman’s personality suffocated by
dementia.
My grandmother adored her family and most of the memories I have are surrounded in her
warmth. In reflecting on some of her routines and comments regarding clothing and fabrics, I
widened my lens to illustrate how clothing can have significant meaning at the embodied level for
those with dementia. One striking example of this is my grandmother’s attachment to a beaded
dress she owned. She had purchased it in the 1980s to see Frank Sinatra in Las Vegas with my
grandfather for their wedding anniversary. For my grandparents, the dress was an extravagant
purchase and my grandmother was reluctant to buy it because of the $300 price tag. She often told
the story of how my grandfather insisted she buy herself the dress and the price did not matter,
saying to her, “Don’t worry, Jude. It’s only money. They’ll print more tomorrow!”
A few years ago, when my grandmother could no longer live alone, she had to sell her
house. As 40 years’ worth of belongings were being removed, she was fixated on a particular box,
moving it from place to place to keep it safe. Inside the box was the beaded dress. She was
6

protecting it because it was important to her that I have this dress. To her it was a treasure, and
because of my background in fashion, she felt I would appreciate it and keep it safe.
For many months after, she would often ask me if she had given me the dress. Although
she had forgotten about giving it to me, she remembered the dress and that she wanted me to have
it. Even now, in the advanced stages of dementia, my grandmother remembers the story and
significance of the beaded dress - a form of memory recall that she often struggles with.
Maybe the reason the memory continues to resonate with my grandmother despite the
disease is because to her, the dress is more than a material object, it is a biographical object. Its
meaning lies in the significance of the event. She was celebrating a marriage milestone and seeing
an iconic singer she idolized in a dress she felt like a movie star would wear. It is directly connected
to a peak time in her life. Its deep meaning helps trigger memories of joyous times. In my
grandmother’s mind, it may also be gratifying for her to pass on something “valuable” to one of
her granddaughters. She would be right. I do appreciate having the dress, but not for its beading
or its fabric. For me, the dress represents my grandfather’s generous and impulsive spirit and my
grandmother’s thoughtful ways.
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Review of the Literature
In order to fully understand the scope of my topics of clothing, grief, and memory recall, I
read many articles on grieving and the steps people should take when letting go or moving on.
Robyn Gibson’s book, The Memory of Clothes, was an important resource and inspiration. The
work of Peter Stallybrass and Joan Didion’s book, The Year of Magical Thinking were also early
influences. Surprisingly, each article on the grieving process had a step on how to deal with a loved
one’s clothing.
As I gained new insights and perspectives, I dug deeper, I discovered the research of Julia
Twigg. Ms. Twigg has led social research on aging and dress, conducting studies, mostly in
Europe, involving the significance of clothing and recall with dementia. Twigg’s studies show
that dress remains significant for people with dementia. Pia Kontos’ work was also critical in
expanding the idea of embodied identity, by highlighting the significance of clothing and
appearance for people with dementia. The research of Twigg, Kontos, Christina Buse and others
show that clothing and fashion continue to “underwrite identity at both the individual level of a
personal aesthetic and the social level of structural categories, such class, gender and generation”
(Twigg, 2013). Combining my insights and learnings, I composed a questionnaire to find out if
my first-hand experiences with facilitating memory recall and grief were more common and/or
scientifically evaluated.
Death is a natural part of our lives and grieving the loss of an important person in our life
can be hard work. For thousands of years, people and cultures have found comfort in sharing rituals
8

to help them connect with the memory of their lost loved ones. Across religions and cultures,
grieving is a customary process rooted in rituals intended to guide mourners through the grieving
process.
The dictionary defines grief as “mental suffering or distress caused by loss or affliction,
sharp sorrow, or painful regret” (Dictionary.com, 2021). The grieving process (denial, pain, anger,
bargaining, depression, acceptance) is considered a healthy way to work through grief, learn to
cope with loss, and find peace. Having some sort of structured process allows the bereaved to
move forward without thinking of what needs to be done.
While grief is not the same for everybody, a fundamental aspect of grieving is to hold
tightly to memories. Today we have old photos, videos, and therapeutic ways of honoring the dead.
Items closely associated with a loved one (linking objects) can connect us to our lost loved one in
new ways. By incorporating them into our life, they become tokens or rituals that serve as a source
of comfort and help with grieving. According to Dr. Alan Wolfelt, Director of the Center for Loss
& Life Transition, “linking objects help link us to the physical presence of the person who
died...they help us feel close to them” (Wolfelt, 2004).
Clothing has the capacity to become “particularly powerful ‘memory objects’ because they
are not just owned by people, but worn by them; and the appearance, ‘feel’ and texture of garments
can induce strong affective and emotional reactions” (Twigg & Buse, 2013, p. 326). In the book,
The Memory of Clothes, Robyn Gibson summed it up best saying, “clothes are so much more than
material objects to cover our bodies. Woven into their very fabric are histories and associations
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that enrich our lives. And if we carefully unravel the threads, you discover memories that were
otherwise lost” (Gibson, 2015, p. 21).
Peter Stallybrass supports the idea that clothing has a profound effect on memories in his
essay, Worn Worlds. He speaks to the emotional connection to clothes, saying they are “layered
with meaning since they have the power to act as memory prompts” (Stallybrass, Worn Worlds:
Clothes, Mourning and the Life of Things, p. 68-77).
With grief, we save clothing to keep memories alive but in the case of a cognitive disease
such as dementia, clothing can trigger memories, even in the advanced stages of the disease.
Clothing is so much a part of personal and social identities that it can have significant meaning at
the embodied level for those with dementia.
The hallmarks of identity (expression, choice, influence) are assumed to erode with
advanced dementia, however, more and more studies have shown that clothes can trigger memories
for people with dementia as they are touched, held, and worn (Gibson, 2013, p. 61). Based on
findings like these, there has been an increased focus on the role of embodiment in the lives and
identities of people with the condition (Twigg, 2013).
Dementia requires a special amount of care. The caregiver must struggle with the slow
regression and emotional absence of their loved one. With other diseases, the person may be
mentally aware, however, with dementia, it is almost like losing somebody twice. Some studies
have identified clothing as serving as a way of “documenting” events in a person’s life and
triggering memories in that way (Twigg & Buse, 2015, p. 87). Participants noted that they often
kept certain clothes in their closets only for its significance to an event or because it represented
10

the person’s identity (Twigg & Buse, 2015, p. 89). Through research we learned that embodied
selfhood makes it “clear that everyday acts of appearance maintenance are in themselves often
deeply meaningful” (Ward & Campbell, 2013 p. 339). Clothing can also be memory recall tools
for caregivers. The clothing may remind the caregiver of who the person once was to them.
“Clothes have the capacity to conjure up intimate memories. We may not remember the
specific details of our first day at school, first date or first wedding but we are very likely to
remember the clothes we wore. Garments become autobiographical narratives “rooted in sensory
and emotional associations” (Weber & Mitchell, 2004, p. 257).
No matter the connection, death is constant, and death is difficult. In the end, clothing tells
a magical tale of someone’s life. Our loved ones’ clothing smells like them, feels like them, and
molds to them, so we try to hold onto them to keep their memories alive and fresh in our minds.
Compared to the mourning rituals of earlier eras, death may be less elaborate now than they once
were. However, mourning customs still prevail because they help people get through a difficult
and painful process. Clothing has sentimental value that transcends its superficial commodity
value. A person’s identity is embodied by clothing and fashion. Clothing can help alleviate grief
and has been shown to facilitate memory recall for people with dementia. The findings in literature
and the questionnaire support these two key findings. Because of these often-overlooked attributes,
clothing is more integrated into our daily lives and emotional health than typically realized
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Project Notes
For the digital project, I explored the impact clothing had on the grieving process of others
and considered why these items were kept. For example, “How does time affect the closeness of
the object and loved one?” Some of the participants in the project did not consciously keep tokens
to help work through grief but realized it after our discussions. In many cases, the item became
even more important because of this new perspective.
Conducting social research during the pandemic presented challenges. With many intended
participants in nursing homes or friendship centers, my preferred method of conducting in-person
interviews in front of their wardrobes was not an option. After much thought, I reframed my topics,
adapted my research, and adjusted my methods. I developed a questionnaire and conducted
research through online interviews. By chance, I was able to connect with an Alzheimer’s daycare
in North Carolina. While researching some online memory cafes and programs to help my
grandmother socialize during the lockdown, I found the GEM Center which provides adult day
services that includes memory loss programs. The virtual memory cafes were helpful for my
grandma, offering her daily stability since she lives in New York. As my grandmother integrated
in their weekly online group, I was able to create and facilitate a Zoom class for a memory group
where we shared items of clothing that had special memories attached to them. They found the
class so helpful and engaging that they now have it as part of their program, calling it “Tell Me a
Story.” In the time since I initially presented my class, I have participated with my grandmother
in two “Tell Me a Story” classes facilitated by others in the group.
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Afterthoughts
It was a few years ago when I first became interested in exploring grief and clothing. When
I first started on this journey, I remember looking around my room at all the mementos from loved
ones and wondering if I was the only one placing an importance on these connections to lost loved
ones. As I started the capstone project in 2019, I could not imagine the upheaval in our lives that
was to come with the COVID-19 pandemic.
The pandemic has actually brought the importance of mourning rituals and grieving
processes linking objects to the forefront. To date, there have been four million deaths globally.
With the social barriers and safety protocols implemented due to the pandemic, people were dying
alone in hospitals and many people were not able to say goodbye to loved ones. With a ban on
gatherings, people could not gather to grieve their loved ones, making it impossible for traditional
mourning rituals to occur. Grieving is important and the traditional mourning rituals are helpful in
moving people through early grief. Without these structures, linking objects have become
increasingly common over the past year (Weir, 2020).
People are relying on objects and photos to help with closure and the grieving process. In
this sense, linking objects are serving as temporary stand-ins for the person, helping them feel
closer to their loved one while also helping express all normal grief emotions (Weir, 2020).
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○

○

○
20

● Grace Coleman:
○ Bill Mroz:

■

■

■
○ Michael Coleman:

■

■

■

21

○ Jo Scoralick:

■

■

■
○ Henry Scoralick:

■

■

■

22

○ Dalli Coleman:

■

■

■

23

● Zoom Session:

○
○ Rose Clark: Communion Dress

■
○ Nancy M: Blue & White Polka Dot Dress

■
○ Cathy Pfendler: Hot Pants and Crochet Tops

■
24

○ Judy Mroz: Prom Dress

■
○ Susan Darling: Wool Sweater

■
○ Mary Ellen: Pink Hat

■

25

○ Ana Figiel: Queen Costume

■
○ Beverly Stimmel: College Ball Gown

■
○ Grace Coleman: Cotton Dress

■

26
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